To study the process of constructing self identity by Internet users is a challenging task for social scientists, while the use of ethnographic method in studying the interactions among individuals in an online virtual community is by no means of easy job. Employing qualitative studies as the main research approach, the authors conducted a case study of the Qiangguo Luntan, a virtual community for the mainland Chinese, with a focus on its users' identities constructed politically. The paper examines the users' pennames, signature files, online behaviours such as lurking and flaming and political clusters formed on different ideological viewpoints and argues that Internet bulletin boards as virtual communities in China are used as social institutions in the public sphere although this virtual public sphere still has its limitations in terms of inclusiveness, autonomy, and people's public use of their reason.
INTRODUCTION
It is in recent years that scholars in social science have identified the virtual communities or online communities as a new arena for their academic interesting while both social and practical importance of the virtual communities has been probed world widely. The virtual communities are defined as places where social interaction takes place over the Internet. More specifically, researchers, practitioners, and the media have used the term virtual community to refer to vastly different computer-mediated communication (CMC) groups (Baym 1998 , Bieber, Engelbart, Furuta, & Hiltz, 2002 , Blanchard 2004 , Boyd 2002 , Evans, Wedande, Ralston, & van 't Hul, 2001 , Kardaras, Karakostas, & Papathanassiou, 2003 , Rheingold 2000 , Rothaermel & Sugiyama 2001 .
Virtual communities depend upon social interaction and exchange of information among Internet users online, which emphasizes the reciprocity element of the unwritten social contract among community members (Baym 1998 , Rheingold 2000 . Different virtual communities have different levels of interaction and participation among their members, which could range from adding comments or tags to a blog or message board to competing against other people in online video games. Not unlike traditional social groups or clubs, virtual communities often divide themselves into cliques or even separate to form new communities. Kim (2000) discovers a potential difference between traditional structured online communities (message boards, chat rooms, etc), and more individual-centric, bottom-up social tools (blogs, instant messaging buddy lists), and suggests the latter are gaining in popularity.
Today, virtual community or online community can be used loosely for a variety of social groups interacting via the Internet. Although Rheingold (2000) argues that in virtual communities form when individuals carry on public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, personal relationships can be formed; it does not necessarily mean that there is a strong bond among the members. Some community analysts might argue that calling any online group a virtual community represents yet another example of the overuse of the term "community" to the point that concept has lost any real meaning (Harris 1999 ).
The traditional definition of a community is of a geographically circumscribed entity (neighbourhoods, villages, etc) . Virtual communities, of course, are inherently dispersed geographically, and therefore are not communities under the original definition (Rheingold 2000) . Nevertheless, if we consider communities in terms of simply possessing some sort of boundaries between the members and non-members, then a virtual community certainly fits into the definition of a community. The notion of neatly bounded communities is also being critiqued, since communities are fluid just as much as they are static, with members joining and leaving and even being part of different communities simultaneously (Bieber, Engelbart, Furuta, & Hiltz, 2002 , Blanchard 2004 , Boyd 2002 , Rothaermel & Sugiyama 2001 .
The idea that media could generate a community is not at all a new concept to the academic world. Progressive thinkers such as Charles Cooley, early in the 20th century in the United States, envisioned a nation whose members were united strongly because of the increased use of mass media. Also well-known is the term community without propinquity, coined by sociologist Melvin Webber (1963, 1973) . Social Anthropologist Benedict Anderson (1983) in his widely cited book Imagined Communities describes how different technologies contributed to the development of a national consciousness among early nation-states. Particularly relevant is his analysis of how national newspapers, which collected and presented news from a certain geographical area, soon made it natural to think of that geographical area as comprising a single entity.
In other words, national newspapers contributed to the idea of a nation, and from thence to the construction of a nation-state. Wiszniewski and Coyne (2002) raise the concept of the relationship between mask and online identity when examine the building process of virtual communities. They explore the philosophical implications of online identity with a particular attention to the concept of "masking" identity. They point out that whenever an individual interacts in a social sphere they portray a mask of their identity. This is no different online and in fact becomes even more pronounced due to the decisions an online contributor must make concerning his or her online profile. He or she must answer specific questions about age, gender, address, username and so forth.
The findings by Wiszniewski and Coyne made some constructive contributions to the social identity theory developed by Tajfel and Turner. The social identity theory is a diffuse but interrelated group of social psychological theories concerned with when and why individuals identify with, and behave as part of, social groups, adopting shared attitudes to outsiders. It is also concerned with what difference it makes when encounters between individuals are perceived as encounters between group members. Social Identity Theory is thus concerned both with the psychological and sociological aspects of group Behavior (Tajfel 1981 , Tajfel & Turner 1979 , 1986 , Turner 1984 .
The public sphere in late eighteenth century Europe refers to a public space which 'was casting itself loose as a forum in which the private people, come together to form a public, readied themselves to compel public authority to legitimate itself before public opinion' (Jürgen Habermas 1989: 25) . As a vital part of it, a public challenging the ruling authorities had been regarded existing in uniformity and in liberal societies only. However, this Habermasian concept of the public sphere neglects some other forms of public discourse and activities which were not included in or even opposed to that of the dominant bourgeois sociability.
Development of the public sphere theory focuses on the emancipatory nature of the alternative and oppositional public spheres such as a 'radical' plebeian public sphere during the French Revolution (Geoff Eley 1992: 305), the 'proletariat public sphere' demonstrating 'the experience specific to workers' (Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge 1993:28) and a feminist public sphere in the nineteenth-century North America when women had not been given suffrage (Mary Ryan 1990 Ryan , 1992 . These critics argue that even in the absence of formal political incorporation into the public sphere, the suppressed social groups in society still worked out their own political identities and participate in social political life. The public sphere in reality is constituted of exclusion, multiplicity of public arenas, contesting meaning and competing publics (Ryan 1992 , Eley 1992 , Keane 2000 .
The notion of a multi-tiered, interconnected public sphere is central to understanding the societal-political situation in contemporary post-Communism China when an antagonistic public arise in real life and in the cyberspace. The Communist Party's control has constructed, to borrow Karol Jakulbowicz's (1991) phrase the 'official public sphere', as the dominant tier in China. Yet the 'alternative public sphere' and the 'oppositional public sphere' have long been in existence marginally. The emergence of the middle class and re-construction of social strata following economic reform from the late 1970s heralded an emerging public power in the social political life in China (Meng Jian 2000) .
Since traditional media are still largely controlled by the government, this contested public power is mainly displayed on the Internet bulletin boards which, as Rheingold (2000) believes, are grassroots media that have the potential of revitalizing "citizen-based democracy".
THE STUDY AND METHDOLOGY
Although the Internet connected China to the world in earlier 1990s the major steps for building online community were not achieved till August 1995 when the influential campus bulletin boards Shuimu Tsinghua BBS were set up, which is run by the students from one of the leading universities in China.
Sixty-two bulletin boards emerged in Mainland China by the end of 1996 as the result of online virtual communities' growth (Huang Shengming and Ding Junjie 2001:610-614) . From then on, Internet bulletin boards have flourished from university campuses to the rest of the society and became a vital forum for students and professionals to present themselves and craft virtual identities.
Public access to Internet in China has grown in a quick fashion. Research on whether Internet bulletin boards contribute to democracy in China shows both a celebration of cybertopia and a loathing of cyberghetto.
Min Dahong (2001) argues that bulletin boards entitle Chinese citizens a 'right to express' over current issues in a virtually relative freedom environment, thus breaking down the 'uniformity of public opinion' presented by the mainstream official media. The studies conducted by Li Xiguang and Qin Xuan What is nevertheless lacking in the existing literature is a depiction of the emerging Chinese "public" as represented on bulletin boards and other online interactive communities. The construction of virtual community identities among Chinese Internet users and their motivation for lurking, posting or flaming still remain largely unknown, which draws the attention of the authors of this paper. This study proposes some initial answers to the above questions through a case study of users' construction of virtual community identities in Qiangguo Luntan (QGLT) (http://people.com.cn/bbs/start), one of the most popular Internet bulletin boards in the Chinese world for current affairs discussion. It is planned to present the findings on the identities construction process by the netters who registered with QGLT and interact with others QGLT users through a detailed examining of their pennames, signature files, clusters within the community, and discuss the potential of Internet bulletin boards in building a critical public in China.
Taking QGLT as our online study site the authors apply an ethnographic approach for the research, a method that is becoming more and more favourable by scholars in study virtual communities. The data gathered are mainly through Interviews with QGLT users were semi-structured topical interviews which, as Rubin and Rubin describe, is 'a tree-and-branch mode ' (1995:201) . We started out with a set of structured main questions covering the overall subjects such as users' media consumption behaviour, the frequency they visit and post on QGLT, their understanding of good postings and good online discussion, etc.
Probe and follow up questions are under certain main questions, such as asking users to give examples of 'good discussion' or 'bad discussion' they experienced within QGLT. In the less structured parts of the interview, we 
QGLT: A Party's Special Zone for Free Speech
Online communities cannot be disconnected from offline communities (Michael Hauben and Ronda Hauben 1997; Steven Jones 1998; Nancy Baym 1998; and should be examined in offline political-economic contexts. This argument can help to explain the popularity of QGLT. QGLT was first used as a replacement for real life protest which is extremely scarce in China. Set up on 
Construction of Cyber-Personalities within QGLT
Within online communities, the "public" has largely been a blurred picture of anonymous individuals as the Internet 'make[s] possible the creation of an identity so fluid and multiple' (Sherry Turkle 1995, 12) . Scholars argue that anonymity enables users to explore their socially suppressed aspects of public selves or to take on multiple identities (Shannon McRae 1997; Elizabeth Reid 1995; Allucquère Rosanne Stone 1995; Turkle 1995) . However, studies on computer mediated communication (CMC) also prove the consistency of on-line and offline selves among the majority of users (Baym 1998; .
Within QGLT, a strong sense of civil participation connects people together,
where they debate about current issues of public interest. From QGLT users' pennames, signature files, and the political clusters online, one can spot a consistency of online and offline selves among the users. The invention of online identities is situated closely in offline social context and reflects a variety of ideological inclinations in contemporary China.
Pennames
The asynchronous temporal structure within QGLT gives users great control over their cyber-image by naming themselves in an anonymous environment.
Names are 'transformed into trademarks, distinctive individual smells by which their users are recognized as either friends or enemies within an otherwise vague and anonymous BBS communication environment ' (David Myers 1987, 240) .
A theme of patriotism runs through most QGLT users' pennames such as (usually up to seven days) for his occasional dissident opinion. Though QGLT moderators know well these three different pennames come from the same IP, they would rather not lose this loyal community member as long as he does not become too radical in his political opinion.
Signature files
Signature files can be a name, an e-mail address, a line of quotations, a statement, a poem, photos, illustrations, or even ASCII illustration (built out of punctuation marks and letters) that are attached to the bottom of each posting.
Signature files usually betray the users' hobbies, political preference, humour, or friendliness. Because they appear on every posting from the senders, they become 'one of the most immediate and visually forceful cues to identity' (Baym 1998, 56) .
Appearing most often in QGLT users' signature files are URLs of their personal web pages, bloggings, or contact details like email addresses or even telephone numbers, which resemble the exchanging of business cards in offline society. Apart from email addresses and personal websites, some users also make a small statement in their signature file to further disclose their personality.
As Ji'an's signature file says, to him, Internet bulletin boards are his farmland on which he works for the benefit of the 1. In the interview with Laobenniu, he said that Laobenniu is a 'netbeing' possessing its own character and credibility. This signature file of resenting corruption contributes to the overall 'personality' of this netbeing.
Clusters formed from different political outlooks
Political discussion over current affairs brings about the categorization of Worth noting is also the trend that more and more QGLT users believe they .
Lurkers
'One cannot create a recognizable identity in any group without posting' (Baym 2000,144) . Nevertheless, a significant number of QGLT users choose rarely or never contribute to the online discussion and remain anonymous and invisible.
The 
Limitation of the Virtual Public Sphere
Though Internet bulletin boards provide a platform for public political discussion, its empowering capacity has inherent limitations. This virtual public sphere emerging in China tends to exclude those who are poorer, less educated and female. It is also venerable to political control and commercialisation.
Political extremist voices also pose a looming threat to the rational critical debate online.
Elite-dominated virtual sphere
Though in theory the public sphere is open to all, Habermas points out that the public in the bourgeois public sphere are those private individuals 'whoinsofar as they were propertied and educated -as readers, listeners, and spectators could avail themselves via the market of the objects that were subject to discussion' (Habermas 1989, 37) . Thus the public sphere in practice excludes those who are less well-off, uneducated or less educated. This exclusion to the online public discussion exists in the form of digital divide in China which put people from rural area or with less education in a disadvantageous position.
In general, QGLT users fall into the propertied, educated and digitally well-off category. Among the 35 QGLT users who answered the questionnaire, 34 of them hold a university degree or above and live in a non-rural area. Different language pattern between male and female users in debate is another reason for the exclusion of women in online political debate. Victor Savicki et al. (1996) argues that men tend to use more fact-oriented language and call for action, whereas women are more likely to self-disclose and try to prevent or reduce tension. The language pattern within the male-dominated QGLT is 'masculine' in its objectivity, impersonality and rationality. Meanwhile the general language pattern of femininity which is associated with subjectivity, personal feelings, emotions, and love does not fit into this community very well.
Even though QGLT female users show their ability to join rational critical debate, their intrinsic nature of preventing or reducing tension makes them vulnerable in the powerful 'warfare of argument'.
Bad attitude from male users like intimidating, insulting or even harassing It is not difficult to imagine how discouraging this kind of experience would be to other female users.
Overall, the barriers for female users to join political online forums are evident, but not unbeatable. For example, to avoid online provocation, there are QGLT females who choose 'neutral' or even 'masculine' pennames which has no clear indication of their gender. In order to empower themselves in the virtual sphere, women need to shake off the social shackles and grasp the know-how of the online language pattern and online communication skills.
Political extremists
Internet bulletin boards in China have also been employed by political extremists to voice out hostility against Japan and fervour towards unification with Taiwan. QGLT, according to Hughes, 'is a hotbed of nationalist fervour' and the Communist Party has been using the Internet for 'mobilise nationalism to legitimate its own claim to power ' (2002, 218) .
The Chinese public has been turning to electronic bulletin boards to vent nationalist ranting over the Japanese government's denial of the Nanjing worshiping the WWII War criminals. Civil protest such as boycotting Japanese commodities, is usually first organised through bulletin boards and then held offline. However, nationalism can become extreme, and xenophobic and jingoistic rhetoric can also be found on bulletin boards.
The 2004 
Government control and commercialisation
Technologically, Internet bulletin boards are harder for authorities to control.
However due to the dual-status of being politically administrated and financially semi-dependent, Chinese Internet media are subject to both stringent administration from the government and the pressure of commercialisation. (Baudrillard 1994 (Baudrillard , 2001 Habermas 1989) .
The Regulations on Interactive Computer-Mediated Communication

CONCLUSION
As the explosive diffusion of the Internet into China the proliferation of virtual communities are bound to be developed and growing. The nature of those communities and communications is rather diverse, and the benefits such as the ability to interact with likeminded individuals instantaneously from anywhere on the globe, for personal psychological well-being, as well as for society at large, of belonging to such a group that Rheingold (2000) among many others envisioned are not necessarily realized, or pursued, due to the constraining of social and political forces. However, it is not uncommon to see the internet uses in search of self identity and political sense within their virtual communities and the netters registered with QGLT are the pioneers of those Chinese who are actors in those virtual communities.
Our findings suggest that Internet bulletin boards enable ordinary Chinese to have their identities as politically activated citizens constructed in cyberspace.
A consistent enthusiasm for political participation can be found in users' pennames, signature files, political clusters, and online behaviours. Though patriotism is still the theme of QGLT users' identity, humanism and a critical view of social problems such as corruption and social injustice are also displayed. Meanwhile, public longing for freedom and democracy, often kept underground and regarded as a challenge to the authoritarian administration, also finds its place in the virtual public sphere.
Online debate among different clusters reflects a variety of ideological preferences in contemporary China. Women users, though small in number, also participate in the online political discussion. Thus, this 'public' online, rooted in well-educated intellectuals, emerges from the social background of economic development, urbanisation and digital globalisation, and their enthusiasm in political participation may lead to tensions between people and the government.
However, this emerging 'public' online has its limitations in terms of inclusion and autonomy. The virtual public sphere is subject to political control and the looming danger of commercialisation. Non-progressive voices such as extreme nationalists also pose a threat to the rational critical public debate online. It is suggested that the future study should based on an even larger sample that can better reflect the population being studied. Also it is important to make a comparative analysis about the online virtual communities and the real communities in Chinese society to find out the sameness and differences between virtual and physically real communities. Although the Internet connected China to the world in earlier 1990s the major steps for building online community were not achieved till August 1995 when the influential campus bulletin boards Shuimu Tsinghua BBS were set up, which is run by the students from one of the leading universities in China. As the explosive diffusion of the Internet into China the proliferation of virtual communities are bound to be developed and growing. The nature of those communities and communications is rather diverse, and the benefits such as the ability to interact with likeminded individuals instantaneously from anywhere on the globe, for personal psychological well-being, as well as for society at large, of belonging to such a group that Rheingold (2000) among many others envisioned are not necessarily realized, or pursued, due to the constraining of social and political forces. However, it is not uncommon to see the internet uses in search of self identity and political sense within their virtual communities and the netters registered with QGLT are the pioneers of those Chinese who are actors in those virtual communities.
Our findings suggest that Internet bulletin boards enable ordinary Chinese 33 to have their identities as politically activated citizens constructed in cyberspace.
It is suggested that the future study should based on an even larger sample that can better reflect the population being studied. Also it is important to make a comparative analysis about the online virtual communities and the real communities in Chinese society to find out the sameness and differences between virtual and physically real communities.
